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 These twenty-one songs record¬ 

ed in the late 1990s in the 

Bhojpuri and Maithili language 

regions of Bihar in Northern 

India reveal the melodic splen¬ 

dour of women's song in Bihar, 

the delicacy and majesty of the 

older styles and the driving 

power of the new. Their lyrics, 

translated in the accompanying 

illustrated booklet, convey 

important elements of the living 

Hinduism as well as the joys and 

sorrows of everyday life. This is 

the real deal, not folk music 

designed for tourist consump¬ 

tion. Except for four items 

performed by part-time prof¬ 

essionals who entertain local 

audiences, the singers are musi¬ 

cally untrained women and girls. 
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I. Mother goddess hymn (gcsauni) 2.Mother goddess hymn^c-v?. Troy's birth song (schar) 4.Boy's playful birth song (khi 

launa) 5.Wedding song at groom’s home (beta kumar) 6.Bridal separation song (samdaun) 7.Song for men's rite in wedding 

(athcngar) 8.Song protecting the groom from sorcery (jog) 9.Hymn to the snake goddess (visahara) io.Morning hymn (parati) 

II. Mother goddess hymn (mata maiya) i2.Hymn to a village deity Cbraham) i3.Song for blessing the bride (parachan) i4.Song 

for rite of final contact with the bride by the groom’s older brother (gurhethani) i5.Gift of the virgin (kanyadan) i6.Gift of the 

virgin (kanyadan) ^Application of vermilion (sindurdan) i8.B!essing the bride and groom (cumavan) i9.Song sung in the 

bridal chamber (kchabar) 20.Hymns for the Chathi Fast (chathi mata) 21.Boy’s birth song (schar) 
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The domestic singing of women, despite being ravaged 

by the electronic media and changing social trends, con¬ 

tinues to play an important role in the cultures of Bihar. 

Women still sing in the most important rites of passage, 

as well as for recreation and religious festivals, and the 

songs transmit fundamental religious beliefs and social 

sentiments to many millions of people. 

These songs were recorded in the 

Bhojpuri- and Maithili-speaking regions in 

1995 and 1999. The Bhojpuri-speaking 

region lies on the Gangetic plain in east¬ 

ern Uttar Pradesh, western Bihar and 

southern Nepal. The Maithili-speaking 

region, called Mithila, is contiguous 

with it to the east in Bihar and Nepal, 

roughly between the Gandak and Kosi 

rivers, to the north of the Ganges. 

Mithila gets more rain, but wheat and 

rice are the most important food crops 

in the flat and fertile farmland of both, 

and sugar cane is the biggest cash crop. 

In the rest of Bihar, Magahi and various 

tribal vernaculars are spoken. Bhojpuri 

has been a written language only in the 

twentieth century; Maithili has been written 

for five hundred years. The two language 

regions have somewhat different cultures and each 

distinguishes itself from its neighbor in not altogether 

complimentary terms. The wedding customs differ some¬ 

what, as seen below. The women’s songs from the two 

regions tend to treat the same topics, but the empha¬ 

sis differs, the melodies of the songs differ, and the 

musical styles differ. The human population in just 

these two regions numbers in the tens of millions. 

Perhaps the persistence of folk music here is related 

to the literacy rates in Bihar, the lowest in India (52% 

for males and 23% for females). 

The women of the family in which a ritual is 

being staged or a festival celebrated invite 

neighborhood friends and relatives, who 

attend according to their interest, ability, 

and these days, available time. Rarely are 

the women formally trained in music. In 

cities there are small "parties" of part- 

time professional women folk singers 

who provide the appropriate songs at 

passage rites in families where there 

are not enough singers. (One such 

group is heard on cuts 12 and 21.) A 

small proportion of the women in the 

Bhojpuri area play the double-headed 

barrel drum called dholalc (the most 

common musical instrument in North 

India); 1 did not witness any drum playing 

by women in the Maithili area. 

More information about these matters can be 

found in Chant the Names ot God: Music and 

Culture in Bhojpuri-Speaking India by Edward 0. 

Henry, San Diego State University Press, and "Maithil 

Women’s Song, Distinctive and Endangered Species" by 

Edward 0. Henry in the Fall 1998 Cthnomusicology jour¬ 

nal. 

UlAifHiLi SonGS 

1 & 2: Mother goddess hymns (gosauni) 

People in Mithila and in Bhojpuri-speaking Bihar said that 

ideally every song session, indeed every auspicious reli¬ 

gious ceremony, should begin with a song or two to the 

mother goddess. In Mithila women also sing gosauni in 

worshipping the family's preferred goddess, whose image 

is kept in a special room (gosauni ghar) in the home. The 

songs describe the specific worship procedures, the traits 

of the goddesses, and the kinds of rewards (especially sons) 

and punishments they deliver. Women sing these to a vari¬ 

ety of tunes. They are catchy - attractive and repetitious 

enough to be easily learned, which may have to do with 

their uses, which are to attract and train followers. These 

two gosaunis come from the Kewat-Hajam caste neigh¬ 

borhood of Ranti, outside of Madhubani. The second one 

makes clear why the goddess is popular. 

Hail, hail Kali, Her powers are limitless - beyond 

measurement (2X) 

Where did you bathe? Where did you bathe? Where did 

you shake the water from your hair? Where did you 

sit down to adorn yourself? 

Hail, hail Kali, Her powers are limitless - beyond 

measurement 

I took a dip in the river Ganges, my dear devotee, I 

took a dip in the river Ganges, my dear devotee, 

lock by lock I wrung the water from my hair 

Hail, hail Kali, Her powers are limitless - beyond 

measurement 

With which flower did you cover yourself, with which 

flower did you cover yourself, which flower did you 

wear, which flowers are best for your decoration? 

Hail, hail Kali, Her powers are limitless - beyond 

measurement 

I like to cover myself with little jasmine flowers, 

servant; I like to cover myself with little jasmine 

flowers, servant; I like to wear big jasmine flowers, 1 

love to be adorned with red hibiscus blossoms 

Hail, hail Kali, Her powers are limitless - beyond 

measurement 

All adorned as you stand in your temple, all adorned as 

you stand in your temple 

please bless your helpless devotee 

Hail, hail Kali, please bless your helpless devotee or 

you will have committed a grave offense 

I saw Kali in my dreams as she stood in my courtyard 

Some are plastering in front of her, others behind her 

yet others are plastering her temple while she stands in 

the courtyard 

That is what 1 saw in the dream as she stood in the 

courtyard 

On whom did she bestow a healthy body? 

Whom did she grant good sight? 

Whom did she bless with a son while she stood in the 

courtyard? 

I saw Kali in my dreams 

She bestowed a healthy body to a leper 

She granted good sight to the blind 

She granted a son to the barren as she stood in the 

courtyard 

I saw Kali in my dreams as she stood in my courtyard 



3- Bcy’6 birth song (sohar) 

Women sing sohar when a son is born or in other impor¬ 

tant rites as auspicious music. This song comes from a 

group of Brahman women in the town of Sarisab-Pahi in 

Madhubani District. It warns new parents about a prob¬ 

lem they will confront. A woman who has given birth to 

a son and her husband argue about the wife going home 

(to her parents' house) to celebrate the birth. Against his 

will she goes. When she returns she feels badly and he 

expresses his disappointment. 

In my father's home the dancer is dancing, and in my 

brother's house the congratulatory dance 

Come, husband dear, let's go to my parents' home and 

see the dancing 

You’ve said this much, Precious, say no more, I will 

have the dancing done right here and we can see it 

together 

Pouting she went to her home, saw the dance, and 

returned 

Dear, please open the door, I am tired and sleepy 

Holding the front part of her sari against herself, she 

rolled on the ground in the courtyard 

Precious, you didn't heed my words; I am disappointed 

4. Boy's playful birth song (khilauna) 

Sung on the same occasions as the sohar, the khilauna 

(’’toy") is distinguished by its liveliness and unusual alter¬ 

nation of meters: the refrain is in duple time and the verse 

a seven-beat meter. (Because of time limitations and some 

nasty coughing, the first half of the song has been exclud¬ 

ed.) The song was sung in the Kayasth caste neighborhood 

in Ranti. Another lesson, the song tells how when a woman 

was in painful labor the people her husband turned to for 

help, because of various differences they had with the cou¬ 

ple, felt no obligation to assist her. Her mother, howev¬ 

er, came to her aid at once. 

Refrain (husband): My dear is in such pain; my dear is in 

such pain; she won’t survive. 

(wife:) ’’When my husband went to my mother-in-law’s 

house" (refrain) 

(husband, to his mother:) "She will not live she is in 

such pain" 

When my husband went to my sister-in-law’s door 

(refrain) 

(husband’s brother:) ’’How can I go to your door, little 

brother? 

I still remember the division of our joint property" 

(mother-in-law:) ’’How can I go to your door, son? 

I still remember the fight with your wife" 

Then the husband went to his sister's door 

(sister:) "How can I go to your door, brother? 

I still remember the taunt" 

Then the husband went to the midwife’s door (refrain) 

"How can I go to your house, master? 

1 still remember when your wife didn't give me the 

discarded clothing" 

My husband then went to my mother's door (refrain) 

"How can I not go to your door, my son-in-law? 

(refrain) 

When mother came to my door 

At that instant the boy was born." 

5. Wedding scng at groom’s home (beta kumar) 

Married women whose husbands are living (and who are 

thus considered auspicious) get together informally to sing 

kumars in the weeks before the wedding. A kind of gen¬ 

eral wedding song, it can be sung at any stage before the 

bride is given away, along with other songs specifi¬ 

cally designated for that stage. (This is the ana¬ 

log of the sagun sung in the Bhojpuri-speak- 

ing region.) There are two text types of 

kumar: beta, sung at the groom's home, 

and beti, sung at the bride’s home. 

Kumars describe different scenes in the 

wedding process occurring before the 

actual wedding rite (vivah). 

Various tunes are used for kumar 

texts; this tune is the one used most fre¬ 

quently for kumars around Madhubani, 

and for other genres of wedding song 

including kanyadan (the stage of the 

wedding when the bride is bestowed 

upon the groom). 

’’Sita" in these songs has a dual mean¬ 

ing. Sita is the girl who becomes the wife 

of Ram in the Ramayana, but Sita is also the 

generic term for daughter. Janakpur (the 

home of King Janak) here likewise refers to the 

community in which Sita lived before marriage to Ram 

or to the home village of the generic bride. This song from 

Kewat Hajam women of Ranti describes the scene that ini¬ 

tiates the marriage process: a man realizes that the phys¬ 

ical maturity of his daughter requires her prompt marriage. 

He is obligated to find a suitable groom with suitable 

prospects, in a suitable family. For most it is not an easy 

task. This text seems incoherent, combining elements from 

the stories of Siva and Rama along with novel material, 

and the latter part of the song has been excluded from 

^ the disc. It initially seems the father found Siva (the 

"ascetic") for a groom. The last four lines of this seem 

to use material from the Ramayana in an imag¬ 

inative way - Janak did not go to Ayodhya 

seeking a groom for his daughter, but he 

would have, had affairs in the Ramayana 

been conducted in accord with local cus¬ 

tom. 

Janak looks at Sita's body and 

worries that it is time for her to be 

wed 

She tells her neighbors to wake her 

father 

How could a father sleep so deeply 

when there is an unmarried girl in the 

house? 

As soon as he hears these words he 

awakes with a start 

He ties his pag, takes the golden staff in 

his hand, and goes to Magadh and Munger 

The father searches south and west to Magadh 

and Munger 

I could not find a groom suitable for you; what I found 

is an ascetic beggar 

Don't worry, he may be an ascetic beggar to you but he 

is like a god to me 

Go to Ayodhya to the door of Raja Dasarath 



Raja Dasarath has four sons, some dark and some fair 

Put the tilak on the dark one, he will be the groom 

Do not be concerned that he is young since he is the 

Lord and brave 

(The pag is a flat-topped cap that is a part of formal 

Brahman wear. The tilak is the dot of color applied to the 

center of a person’s forehead in blessing.) 

6. Bridal separation song (samdaun) 

In this genre the distinctive musical feature is the way the 

words to each new verse begin just before the melody 

ends. The message of the samdaun of Mithila corresponds 

to that of the vidai or gauna ke git of Bhojpuri-speak- 

ing India. (Most of the occasions for women's song are 

the same as in the Bhojpuri territory, but the names of 

many of the genres differ from their Bhojpuri counter¬ 

parts.) The tunes of the Maithili songs were all different 

from those of songs of the same type in the Bhojpuri- 

speaking region. 

The texts of samdaun concern the plight of the bride. 

A new bride’s female friends and relatives sing samdaun 

and perform certain rituals as she is leaving home with 

her new groom to go live in his village. Although espe¬ 

cially in the first few years of marriage a bride occasion¬ 

ally visits her natal home, the separation at which these 

songs are sung marks not only the beginning of her roles 

as daughter-in-law and wife, but the end of her role as a 

daughter, the end of her life in her natal village, and the 

beginning of the end of many relationships with village 

friends and relatives. A majority of the samdauns refer 

to the wedding of Sita in the Ramayana, the archetypal 

pitiful bride. 

Devotees also sing samdaun at the end of Durga Puja, 

perhaps the biggest annual festival in Mithila. This song, 

from Srotriya women in Madhubani, shows clearly the deep 

feelings at the departure of the bride. 

In the sandalwood grove in my father’s courtyard 

there hangs a swing 

In it the graceful Sita is swinging 

Ten friends are pushing 

Oh that Sita is being taken way by Raghublr as she 

weeps 

Seeing the swing the mother cries 

The courtyard is not pleasing to her 

Nowhere does she hear the sweet voice of Sita 

Without my daughter I will go crazy 

Kalindi (the poet) makes this request of Raghunandan: 

Hold her as dear as your life. 

(Raghubir and Raghunandan are other names for Ram.) 

7. Song tor men’s rite in wedding (athcngar) 

The athongar rite is a part of the vivah or actual wed¬ 

ding rites taking place at night that is not found in the 

Bhojpuri-speaking region. In this stage of the ritual the 

groom stands with seven other men in a circle around the 

rice-husking mortar. A string is passed around the outside 

of the group at waist height and the ends tied together. 

All of the men then simultaneously hold the rice-husking 

pestle and, while reciting a particular mantra, pound it sev¬ 

eral times on a bit of unhusked rice. The pounding of the 

pestle into the cavity of the mortar mimics sexual inter¬ 

course, so perhaps they are recognizing the groom's join¬ 

ing the male procreative force of the family. 

"In this style we sing syllable by syllable," one singer 

said. While melisma (singing a number of tones to one syl¬ 

lable) is not uncommon in women’s songs in other parts 

of India, this style of melisma, with the convex arc and 

surging effect, is distinctive. The more melismatic songs 

like this one, unsynchronized by a regular beat, are more 

difficult to sing and more difficult to sing in unison than 

the other types. Smt. Shail Thakur, a Maithil singer now 

living in Los Angeles, told me that these melodies will 

become extinct with the passing of the older generation 

of singers. 

The song concerns the wedding of Siva. 

Hey sunaini, Siva was to come on a chariot today. 

But we see him on an old bullock. 

We heard that Siva is handsome. 

But we see him, ash-smeared and terrible. 

We heard that he had a necklace of pearls. 

But we see a necklace of rudraksa beads. 

Hey, eight men perform the athongar 

But not a single grain of rice is husked 

Hey, Vidyapati sings, 

Hey, Gauri got a matching groom. 

Sunaini in the first line means "lady with the beautiful 

eyes.” It refers here to the mother of the bride. Gauri, the 

bride, is also called Parvati. That eight men should pound 

rice and not a grain be husked is no more surprising than 

the spectacle, from the bride’s mother’s perspective, of 

the great god Siva - the groom arranged for her tender and 

beautiful daughter. Siva must represent how every 

bride’s mother occasionally perceives the stranger who 

is to be her son-in-law. 

Maithils are attracted to Siva in part because he puts 

his ascetic practices - his religion - before appearances. 

His power comes not from wealth and what it can buy, 

but from his asceticism. These songs make a great deal of 

his penury and rough appearance in the wedding, where 

the norm is exorbitant spending on grand impressions. Siva 

comes riding into the wedding on the back of his ox, every 

inch the typical sadhu or holy man - adorned with the 

holy man’s necklace, skin smeared with ashes from the 

sacrificial fire, locks unshorn and matted. This contrasts 

starkly with the wedding of Rama and Sita in the 

Ramayana, which is the model of splendor followed in so 

many Indian weddings. 

At the end of the song comes the conventional inser¬ 

tion of the poet's name (or any name he chooses - a nom 

de plume of himself, the name of the guru, or the name 

of the poet being emulated). Here the name inserted is 

Vidyapati, who inspired a long line of emulators. He is con¬ 

sidered the greatest Maithil poet, and his era is consid¬ 

ered the golden age of Maithil culture. According to his¬ 

torian Jayakanta Mishra, he lived from 1360 to 1448 AD. 

He was a revered figure in the court of Raja Sivasingh of 

the second great historical dynasty of Mithila, the 

Oinavaras. He is renowned not only for his lyrical poet¬ 

ry, but also for his philosophical writings. He is acclaimed 

as their poet by both Maithils and Bengalis, and even by 

champions of Hindi. 

8. Song protecting the groom trcm sorcery (jog) 

Another wedding song with the melismatic type of melody 

is this jog. The jog songs are sung when the groom, not hav¬ 

ing eaten salt in his food since his first meal at the bride's 



home where the wedding takes place, is once again allowed 

to eat salted food on the fourth and last day of the tradi¬ 

tional wedding. Jogs are thought of as pertaining to sor¬ 

cery (tona or jadu) or protection from it. That doesn't seem 

to fit here, however, this song does seem appropriate for 

the departure of the groom. (Parrot here is a metaphor for 

the groom.) Perhaps it is classified as a jog because it is sung 

in the jog setting. It communicates to the groom the affec¬ 

tion of the bride’s mother (and family). 

From where did the parrot come who has 

aroused this love in me? 

Where did he take shelter and 

divine food? 

The parrot who has 

aroused this love in 

me came from 

Sarisab 

He took shelter and ate 

divine food in Ranti 

Do not shelter such a parrot 

and get attached to it 

It will learn to fly and go to its own 

home 

Such a parrot did the mother-in-law nurture and get 

attached to 

If he becomes wise he will return 

The athongar and jog presented here were sung in spe¬ 

cially convened recording sessions by women of the 

Srotriya Brahman caste in Madhubani and Sarisab-Pahi. 

g. Hymn tc the snake goddess (visahara) 

Women of the Dhanuk and Nonia castes in Sarisab-Pahi 

sang this, a hymn to a goddess whose name means 

’remover of poison (snake venom)’. The song provides 

model behavior for the devotee. 

Leaning, leaning, I swept the courtyard 

Sweeping mother's courtyard the necklace broke 

This is why I am crying Visahari Mother 

Do not cry, do not be irritated Goddess Visahari 

I will order the gold from Patna City 

1 will have a necklace crafted finer 

than this 

1 will order the thread from 

Betia (town) 

I will have it threaded 

better than this 

• 1 will order a priest from 

Rajghir 

1 will have a better 

worship rite than this 

performed 

Wearing the better-made necklace 

Visahara was fully satisfied 

ic. Morning hymn (parati) 

The parati (prabhati) is a devotional song traditionally sung 

in the morning before dawn.This song, a plea to Lord Siva, 

is sung by both men and women, here by Srotriya caste 

women along with Sri Prasanna Mani Jha in Madhubani. He 

is a professional folk singer who performs at municipal func¬ 

tions and other occasions. The woman whose voice can be 
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heard best is Smt. Shyama Singh, whose assistance in record¬ 

ing this and other songs is gratefully acknowledged. The song 

is a popular one with the Maithili speakers -1 recorded it 

from three different singers in three different locations with¬ 

in one month in 1995. 

Hey, Bhola Nath, when will you remove my sorrow? 

1 was born in sorrow, I came and went in sorrow. 

Even in my dreams there was no happiness. 

Rice and sandalwood on a bet leaf, and incense 1 would 

offer. 

So sings Vidyapati: hey, Bhola Nath, when will you 

remove my sorrow? 

11. Mother goddess hymn (mata maiya) 

This song was performed by a "party" (band) comprising 

the leader, Maya, and four other women. They are hired 

to sing at weddings and other rites in the city of Chapra. 

Maya plays the dholak, and two of the women clap and 

two play the ghungaru, jingle bells affixed to a straps that 

are ordinarily tied to the ankles of a dancer but are here 

shaken by hand. The song states that Ambe, another name 

for the goddess, can provide wealth and sons. 

A wretched person's boat is in a whirlpool 

Save me, Ambe, save me 

Offer the goddess fresh coconut 

Oh, I say offer the bud of a pomegranate 

Save me, Ambe, save me 

Oh, the king offers the goddess fresh coconut 

the queen offers the pomegranate bud 

Save me Ambe, save me 

What is the reason the king offers coconut? 

What is the reason the queen offers the pomegranate 

bud? 

For wealth the king offers coconut, for a son the 

pomegranate bud is offered 

12. Hymn tc a village deity (braham) 

Bhumihar caste women in Rohua, a village outside of 

Muzaffurpur, sang this song in the wedding proceedings. 

The language of this vicinity and this song, Vajika 

(Bajika), combines features of Bhojpuri and Maithili. 

Braham is the vernacular of the word brahm. It refers to 

a local godling, the spirit of a dead Brahman. The day 

before the actual wedding (or any important worship rite) 

a group of women from the bride’s home and neighbor¬ 

hood make a procession, accompanied by a band of musi¬ 

cians, to the shrines of the several local godlings (always 

under big shade trees) to make offerings and obtain their 

blessings. 

Brahm, we came to play the game in your courtyard 

Brahm, the hair ornament was lost in your courtyard 

Brahm, won't you give us your blessing, then we will go 

home 

Brahm, the ear-ring was lost in your courtyard 

Brahm, won’t you give us your blessing, then we will go 

home 

13. Song for blessing the bride (parachan) 

Bhumihar caste women of village Barisawan in Bhojpur 



District sang this parachan, a personal blessing that occurs 

in the early stages of the wedding. This song says to King 

Dasarath and Queen Kausilya, father and mother of Ram 

in the Ramayana (and symbols of every bride's father-and 

mother-in-law) that they are fortunate to have such a 

daughter-in-law and they should be gentle with her. 

The mother-in-law with the basket of green bamboo 

The bride places her foot 

Come, bride, delicate and tender 

Rich your fate, King Dasarath 

Come bride, delicate and tender 

Son and daughter-in-law sit 

Come bride, delicate and tender 

Rich your fate, Queen Kausilya 

Come, bride, delicate and tender 

14. Song tcr rite oft final contact with the bride by 

the groom’s older brother (gurhethani). 

A school principal, Smt. Malti Devi Pande, sang this song 

in Bilaunti, Bhojpur District. This song is traditionally sung 

at the stage of the wedding when the groom's elder broth¬ 

er worships the bride with many ritual offerings. This is 

the only time he is allowed to touch the bride: their rela¬ 

tionship is normatively one of avoidance. The rite is not 

performed in Mithila. 

Under the eaves, under the eaves sits the groom's party 

Oh, no one is coming out 

How can my daughter come out, father of the groom, 

my beautiful daughter 

My daughter is as beautiful as the lash of an eye 

As soon as you see her, gentlemen, she will fall into a 

faint 

What daughter is as beautiful as an eyelash 

What will you give them to eat? 

What will you give them to drink 

Where have you kept a girl as beautiful as this, father of 

the bride? 

Oh, I feast them on fruit, I give them_to drink 

She is kept as protected as treasure 

Oh, he lost the day to hunger and thirst 

He loses his daughter at night 

He will sleep happily 

Under the eaves, under the eaves sits the groom's party 

15. and 16. Gift oft the virgin (kanyadan) 

The wedding songs called kanyadan ("the gift of the vir¬ 

gin daughter") are sung in the stage of the wedding bear¬ 

ing the same name in which the bride is given to the groom 

and his family. These kanyadans were sung by Rajput 

women in village Jadopur. The first song expresses the par¬ 

ents' feeling of loss at their daughter's marriage. The sec¬ 

ond song, sung to the same melody as the first one, takes 

a turn after the same first line of text, and instead focus¬ 

es on the family’s economic sacrifice for the daughter's 

marriage. The daughter's family shoulders the bulk of the 

wedding expenses and pays a hefty dowry to the groom's 

family (despite the apparently unenforceable Dowry 

Prohibition Act of 1961). 

Oh, on her feet the sandals, on her neck the gold coin 

necklace 

Oh, on whose thigh will you sit, daughter, whose lap 

will you leave empty? 

Oh, on her feet the sandals, oh daughter, on her neck 

the gold coin necklace 

Oh, on whose thigh will you sit, daughter, whose lap 

will you leave empty? 

Oh, on your feet are sandals, daughter, on your neck a 

necklace of gold coins (2X) 

Oh, daughter all the rupees were 

taken from the bank for you 

Oh, the locked almira was 

opened for you 

(repeat lines 1 G 2) 

Oh, all the savings, oh 

daughter, for your 

expenses 

17. Application oft vermilion 

(sindurdan) 

Soon after the kanyadan in the wedding 

the groom is handed a uniquely shaped vessel con¬ 

taining vermilion (sindur). He opens it, takes a pinch of 

the red powder and daubs it on the parting of his bride's 

hair. This the climactic rite of the wedding marks the bride 

as belonging to the groom. She will apply vermilion in the 

parting of her hair daily as long as her husband lives. The 

rite and the songs about it are called sindurdan (the gift 

of vermilion). Their prominent theme is the bride's anger 

and feelings of betrayal by her father (who has arranged 

her marriage). 

Smt. Madhuri Tiwari, a Brahman school teacher in Ara, 

sang this song. Listening to the recording, I was remind¬ 

ed of what Dr. Belwant Rai Bhatt of Banaras Hindu 

University once said to me about women's domestic 

singing, "They don't expect that anyone will listen." The 

melody is a common one for the sindurdan and for songs 

in other genres. Apart from one brief lapse the meter is 

seven beats per unit. The song tells the story of a girl whose 

father and his younger brother (members of 

a patrilineal joint family) married her 

into a village quite distant 

because the groom's family 

was wealthy, thus making 

return visits to her natal 

home more difficult and 

infrequent. 

Ironically, since a bride is a 

financial liability because of the 

dowry required to get her married, 

she is sometimes referred to as the 

"Laksmi" of the home. Laksmi is the goddess of wealth, 

prosperity, fortune, beauty, and success. In line 5 she asks 

what brother would perform the symbolic act of washing 

her feet (battiya bahoma) to symbolically retain some 

of her "Laksmi" qualities in her natal home. They attempt 

to persuade her that her brother will nonetheless be able 

to bring messages from her family and to bring her back 

for visits. 



Father, enticed by wealth, became greedy 

seeing the wealth he became greedy, 

fixed the marriage in a far-away place. 

Who will come, who will go, who will deliver the message? 

What brother will hold back some of Laksmi's goodness? 

What brother would go with her? 

A brother will come, a brother will go - your own brother. 

My father’s younger brother, enticed by wealth, became 

greedy 

fixed the marriage in a far-away 

place 

Who will come, who will go, 

who will deliver the 

message? 

What brother will hold 

back some of Laksmi’s 

goodness? 

What brother would go with 

her? 

A brother will come, a brother will go 

- your own brother, 

your brother will go with you 

18. Blessing the bride and groom (cumavan) 

At the end of the wedding auspicious women of the bride’s 

family touch pinches of rice (a symbol of abundance) to the 

feet, shoulders and head of the bride and groom while 

singing songs of blessing such as these two, from Barisawan. 

"Plowman" here refers derisively to the groom. 

fills the basket with special rice 

First mother blesses 

Your daughter goes behind the plowman 

She takes the basket she takes the basket, her father's, 

brother's wife fills the basket with special rice, 

First father's brother’s wife blesses 

Your daughter goes behind the plowman 

With the coconut and betel leaf 

Her mother goes out to bless 

Mindfully bless, mother, bless 

from the heart 

Live, live, bride and groom, 

100,000 years! 

ig. Song sung in the 

bridal chamber (kchabar) 

Also from Barisawan is this 

song, sung after the cumawan, 

when the bride and groom are being 

blessed in a special room where, tradition¬ 

ally, they slept together after the wedding. Designs repre¬ 

senting bamboo (symbols of fertility and growth) are paint¬ 

ed on the walls. The song reveals the traditional concern 

with sorcery. 

Whence the mortar, whence the pestle? 

Oh whence the girl who is grinding the powder charm? 

Of Banaras the mortar, of Banaras the pestle 

The daughter who grinds the_is of Ayodhya 

Oh she grinds the mortar full, bring the basket She takes the basket, she takes the basket, her mother 

Drink, Raja Ram Chandra, the auspicious women’s 

charm 

The bride drinks the potion and is blessed with it 

Raja Ram Chandra grasps his head and cries 

You have married me to a witch in the country, Father 

20. Hymns for the Chathi Fast (chathi mata) 

Women in eastern Uttar Pradesh and western Bihar sing 

these songs during a difficult but highly regarded fast (vrat) 

which they observe on the fifth and sixth days of the bright 

fortnight of the lunar month called Kartik, which falls in 

the months of October and November, and in the month 

of Chaitra (March/April). (The word chathi means the sixth 

day of the fortnight.) Women's fasting is common 

throughout India. The fasts occur periodically throughout 

the year, and each has its special myths, observances and 

goals. Desired outcomes include personal health and fer¬ 

tility and the health and prosperity of their families, espe¬ 

cially, in North India, their menfolk. 

Women fast all day on the fifth, and on the sixth they 

stand for at least half an hour before dawn in the cold 

water of a pond or river near the specially-made altars. 

Their austerity (tapasya) ends with the rising of the sun, 

when they make their offerings of fruit and fried foods on 

the altars to the sun god, Surya Narayan, and to Chathi 

Mata, a goddess. They then break their fast with the con¬ 

secrated offerings. 

The texts of chathis transmit the beliefs and practices 

of the cult. One of the special ritual items is the kalsup, 

a winnowing basket smaller than the everyday one, and 

made of bamboo rather than straw. The songs focus on 

Surya (called Suraj in the songs), the sun god, whom 

women worship daily with a morning offering of water and 

a flower blossom, and the goddess Chathi Mother. It is curi¬ 

ous that the deities are linked only in these songs. There 

is to my knowledge no temple of Chathi Mother, although 

there are Surya temples here and there in Bihar, includ¬ 

ing one near Ara. The songs serve as mnemonic devices 

by describing ritual practices such as the offering of 

coconuts and kewara blossoms, and they motivate the 

women by touting the boons to be gained by worship. The 

first song refers to the importance of making the offer¬ 

ing at sunrise. The second is obscure, but the last line sug¬ 

gests that the king's son is also a devotee, referring to his 

spreading his carpet, possibly in lieu of building an altar. 

I took the offering basket on my head and I plucked the 

kewara flower 

I made a round of the whole village collecting offerings 

for chath 

No one put any offering in the basket 

The king’s son has spread the carpet 

The following songs describe ritual items and identify the 

benefits of cult activity. Darsan is the sight of or meet¬ 

ing with the deity or guru that imparts its blessing. 

Sleeping on the balcony, she thinks, she thinks 

My husband is residing in another country, to whom 

can I tell matters of the heart 

to whom can I tell matters of the heart 

I will have to send (him) a registered letter to get a pair 

of kalsup, a pair of kalsup 



At sunset l will pray, at sunrise 1 will definitely request 

1 will ask for five sons and one son-in-law, I will 

definitely request 

There are four corners on the altar, and it is 

decorated 

Chathi Maiya, give me your darsan, hey 

Chathi Maiya, give me your darsan 

For myself 1 request endless wealth, for 

myself I request an Awadh sindur 

box 

Live, live women whose husbands are 

alive, Chathi Maiya give me your 

darsan 

Chathi Maya give me your darsan 

Give all seated a son and a fair daugh¬ 

ter, give all seated a son and a fair 

daughter 

_a daughter, 

Chathi Maiya, give me your darsan 

21. Boy’s birth song (schar) 

This sohar was performed by Maya and her 

party in the city of Chapra. The story here, 

as with many of the sohars, is from the 

Ramayana. 

In the house where Ram was born 

The land was blissful 

Sitting at the worship fire Raja Dasarath royally 

performed his ritual vow 

Whom will the king give gold, whom will he give 

auspicious clothing? 

Whom will he give the golden horse, whom will he give the 

clothing? 

To the Brahman he gave the gold, to the Brahman's wife the 

clothing 

To the genealogist he gave the golden horse and to 

the genealogist's wife the clothing 

Oh Brahman, come quickly behind me, come 

quickly 

Hey brother, on which auspicious date was 

Ram born? 

Born at a very auspicious moment, he will 

receive a stream of love (?) 

Oh King, for twelve years Ram will be a 

victim of banishment 

Having heard this much he could bear to 

hear no more 

He covered himself with a blanket from 

head to foot and lay on the bed 

At this Queen Kausilya said, Listen, Raja 

Dasarath 

At least 1 am no longer called a barren 

woman and the little boy will get to study (2X) 

The king listened but didn’t understand 

Oh when he heard this he started having the gold 

coins distributed 

From the verandah Queen Kaikeyi said, Listen, King 

Oh King, give Bharat's share of the kingdom of Awadh 

At this Queen Kausilya said, Listen, King 

Oh king, the lightening is lightening and the electricity is 

dazzling with the advent of Ram on the verandah 

Photo Captions: 

1. A woman worships at the shrine of the goddess Kali in Bhojpur District. 

2. Women singers of the Dhanuk caste in Sarisab-Pahi, Madhubani District. 

3. Women singers of the Rajput caste of Jadopur, Bhojpur District. 

4. Maya and her "party" (band) in a patron’s home in Chapra, Saran District. 

5. Smt. Poonam Singh in her wedding in Muzaffurpur District. The red container before her contains vermilion 

that the groom will apply to her forehead at the wedding's climax to symbolize her married state. 

6. Women pour water over his icon, the linga, in worshipping the deity Siva in a temple in Bhojpur District. 

7. Women of the Kewat and Hajam castes in Ranti (Madubhani District) looking at a videotape of their singing. 
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